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in 1775 tad found a small bubble of gas remaining after removing
other gases from some air. What was that bubble of gas ? Rayleigh took
some air and sparked it, thus forming nitric oxide which was absorbed
by caustic soda. This was a tedious process but the remainder gas
continued to increase in density, because argon is denser than nitrogen.
Rutherford remarked with a smile: "Chemists generally assumed that
Lord Rayleigh, being a physicist, did not know how to purify gases."
Little they knew their Rayleigh and his immense caution.
Sir William Ramsay, having read Lord Rayleigh's papers, joined
in the hunt. He collected the new gas more quickly because he used
heated magnesium shavings to absorb the nitrogen. It was a better
process. A joint account by Rayleigh and Ramsay of the discovery of
argon was given at the British Association at Oxford (1894) and met
with extreme scepticism. Ramsay later extracted from the air neon,
krypton and xenon, three new rare gases. Rutherford proceeded in
his lecture to tell the interesting history of helium, and touched on, the
three radioactive gases radon, thoron, actinon.
The year 1926 was the Tercentenary of the death of Francis Bacon,
which was duly celebrated by his University of Cambridge. Ruther-
ford was awarded an honorary Sc.D. and the words of the Public
Orator began with Bacon:
That great man, the most illustrious of the Lord Chancellors of England,
when caught at last by the cunning of his enemies, said he hoped there
remained some quiet place for him in some Cambridge College where
he might be at leisure for science. *..
Man, the servant and interpreter of nature, lives by the laws of nature
and his own. The life of man, so long as he obeys the laws of nature,
flourishes. If, on the other hand, we try to live without human laws,
nature refuses us its benefits.
I present one whom you have long known, a high priest of natural
science, censor of the atom, the flower of knighthood, our colleague
and friend Sir Ernest Rutherford.
One of Rutherford's favourite quotations was taken from Bacon:
"Human knowledge and human power are coextensive; for ignorance